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Executive Summary
Mississippi is mired in an extreme school discipline crisis. Across the state, public schools are hindering the success of children and 

youth by employing harsh and destructive disciplinary practices. These practices not only exclude students from the classroom 

thereby reducing learning opportunities, but even worse, Mississippi’s children are being trapped in a pipeline to prison, too often 

for the most trivial misbehaviors. Whether it is a dress code violation, profane language, or a schoolyard scuffle, young people 

are being herded into juvenile detention centers and into the revolving door of the criminal justice system. Sadly, none of this is 

shocking. After all, the State’s harsh approach to discipline still allows corporal punishment. In fact, as one of only 19 states left that 

permit the paddling of students in public schools, Mississippi has the highest percentage of students being beaten by educators.1 

Finally, Mississippi’s track record is being exposed.

In October 2012, the United States Department of Justice filed suit against the city of Meridian, the County of Lauderdale, two 

youth court judges, the State of Mississippi, and two state agencies for operating a school-to-prison pipeline.2 The complaint 

alleges that these actors are “engag[ing] in a pattern or practice of unlawful conduct through which they routinely and 

systematically arrest and incarcerate children, including for minor school rule infractions, without even the most basic procedural 

safeguards, and in violation of these children’s constitutional rights.”3 Among other disturbing facts, the complaint alleges 

that Meridian schools repeatedly respond to infractions such as “disrespect,” “refusal to follow directions,” and “profanity” by 

referring students to law enforcement. They also routinely suspend students on juvenile probation, resulting in their automatic 

incarceration, for such low-level behaviors as use of vulgar language, flatulence in class, and dress code infractions like having a 

shirt untucked.4

While the suit is the most recent event to sound the alarm, the school-to-prison pipeline is nothing new to Mississippi and it is 

certainly not unique to Meridian. In fact, it is a problem that has plagued Mississippi schools statewide for years. For well over a 

decade, heartbreaking stories of extreme discipline and the criminalization of young people have poured out of Mississippi public 

schools.

In 2000, what began with a few students playfully throwing peanuts at one another on a school bus ended in five 
Black male high school students being arrested for felony assault, which carries a maximum penalty of five years 
in prison. When one of the peanuts accidentally hit the white female bus driver, the bus driver immediately pulled 
over to call the police, who diverted the bus to the courthouse where the students were questioned.5 The Sheriff 
commented to one newspaper, “[T]his time it was peanuts, but if we don’t get a handle on it, the next time it could 
be bodies.”6

Around the same time, for one 4th grade Black girl, minor disrespectful behavior led to her being pushed out of her 
school entirely. After refusing to participate in a class assignment, she was suspended out-of-school for three days 
for “defiance of authority.” Subsequently, she was given another three day out-of-school suspension for “defiance of 
authority” for humming and tapping her desk. The school then referred her to an alternative education program for 
“drug-related activity,” when she wore one pant leg up, although there was no other indication of any involvement 
with drugs. When the alternative school would not accept her because it provided instruction for grades 5-12 only, 
the school district promoted her despite her failing grades, in order to get her out of the mainstream school.7

More recently, in 2009 in Southaven, DeSoto County, armed police officers responded to an argument between three 
students on a school bus by reportedly arresting a half dozen Black students, choking and tackling one Black female 
student, and threatening to shoot the other students on the bus between their eyes.8 

In 2010, one Black mother in Holmes County reported opening her door one morning to a police officer on her 
doorstep. Over his shoulder, she could see her frightened five-year-old son locked in the back seat. Her child’s crime: 
violating the dress code. Her son’s school required solid black shoes, and despite her best efforts to cover them with 
a black marker, red and white symbols were still visible on her son’s black shoes. When she followed up with her son’s 
principal, he justified his actions by telling her that her son needed to be “taught a lesson.”9
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In 2010, in Jackson Public School District, until a lawsuit was filed, staff at one school regularly handcuffed students to 
metal railings in the school gymnasium and left them there for hours if they were caught not wearing a belt, among 
other minor infractions. For example, one 14-year-old boy was reportedly handcuffed to the railing when he wore a 
stocking cap to class, threw his papers on the ground, and refused to do his school work.10

In the last few years, in Meridian, a male student estimated that he went back and forth between school and the 
juvenile justice system thirty times. In 8th grade, he was put on probation by a youth court judge for getting into 
a fight. Since then, reportedly any infraction, even some as minor as being a few minutes late to class or wearing 
the wrong color socks in violation of the dress code, was counted as a violation of his probation and resulted in 
immediate suspension and incarceration in the local juvenile detention center.11

These stories begin to provide a glimpse into the devastating reality of the students and families living in Mississippi’s school-to-

prison pipeline. Every year across the State, zero tolerance and other overly harsh school disciplinary policies and practices push 

tens of thousands of students out of school, criminalizing and incarcerating students for trivial misbehaviors and normal age-

appropriate misconduct. And Mississippi’s extreme school discipline crisis has broad-reaching effects: the harm it causes extends 

even beyond Mississippi’s children and families, reaching out into its communities, to its teachers and law enforcement officials, 

and to the State at large.

This report discusses the ways in which these extreme and destructive approaches to school discipline not only have directly 

harmed students and families, but also have caused teachers, law enforcement officials, and community members to have 

their lives and careers made more difficult by these ineffective and counter-productive school discipline policies and practices. 

Furthermore, the entire state of Mississippi has suffered damage to its economic health and well-being. Given this, the State should 

eliminate its school-to-prison pipeline, and this report provides recommendations for how it should begin to do so.

THE FIRST SECTION OF THE REPORT PROVIDES A BRIEF BACKGROUND ON THE 
 CURRENT STATE OF SCHOOL DISCIPLINE IN MISSISSIPPI.  

In recent years, the law enforcement strategies that have fueled the mass incarceration crisis in the adult criminal justice system 

have been inappropriately echoed in the school discipline policies applied to Mississippi’s students. In Lauderdale County, for 

example, the school district’s handbook adopts a version of mandatory minimum sentencing by requiring in-school suspension, 

out-of-school suspension, or expulsion for many offenses, even some highly subjective behaviors like “insubordination.”12 In the 

Pascagoula School District, the district uses a “broken windows” strategy, a law enforcement strategy of aggressively policing 

traditionally ignored minor offenses with the intended purpose of preventing more serious crimes. For example the district’s 

disciplinary policy allows for an immediate out-of-school suspension and/or recommendation for expulsion for “any action which 

is deemed disorderly conduct or misconduct,” including misbehavior as minor as refusal to give a name.13

Mississippi schools arrest students and refer students to juvenile detention centers at high rates, and do so mostly for typical 

adolescent, non-violent behavior. For example, in one of Mississippi’s largest school districts, Jackson Public Schools, only 4% of 

arrests on school grounds during the 2010-2011 school year were for behavior that actually posed a serious threat to students, 

staff, or the school.14 In fact, the most prevalent offense, accounting for about one-third of arrests on school grounds, was the 

vague and subjective offense of “disorderly conduct.”15

Mississippi’s Black students are hit the hardest by harsh discipline practices. Statewide, they are three times more likely to receive 

an out-of-school suspension than their White peers, with an even greater disparity in some school districts.16 In Lawrence County, 

for example, Black students are eight times more likely to receive an out-of-school suspension than White students.17  

Mississippi students are also more likely to receive an out-of-school suspension than students in its neighboring states of 

Louisiana, Georgia, Alabama, Texas, or Arkansas.18 Among Mississippi’s school districts, several have the dishonor of maintaining 

out-of-school suspension rates that are over nine times higher than the national average.19
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THE SECOND SECTION OF THE REPORT EXAMINES HOW THESE HARSH SCHOOL DISCIPLINARY 
PRACTICES HAVE UNDERMINED THE WORK OF MISSISSIPPI EDUCATORS AND OVERALL 

 PROGRESS IN THE STATE EDUCATION SYSTEM.

Despite the school reform efforts of Mississippi’s educators and policymakers, the State’s graduation rates remain among the 

lowest in the country. According to Education Week, Mississippi ranks 44 out of the 50 states for its graduation rate.20 Mississippi’s 

harsh disciplinary practices are likely undermining such efforts. 

As discussed below, a growing body of research and decades of experience tell us that the overuse and misuse of harsh 

disciplinary consequences like out-of-school suspension, expulsion, and referrals to law enforcement inhibit student achievement. 

They result in massive amounts of lost learning time, and frequently trigger cycles of disengagement from school and an 

escalation of rule breaking.21 Simply put, there are no successful schools that suspend, expel, and refer large numbers of students 

to law enforcement. 

Yet, there are no statewide prescribed standards for school discipline that ensure that the codes of student conduct in Mississippi’s 

school districts meet basic standards of fairness and common sense. This lack of standards allows schools to use harsh and 

extreme punishments for minor infractions. Such harsh and extreme punishment works at cross-purposes with the State’s school 

improvement efforts and educators’ efforts to promote teaching and learning in healthy and productive ways. For example, East 

Jasper School District’s middle school discipline policies state that a wide range of minor behaviors, such as “refusal to give name 

upon request” or “refusal to comply with grooming rules,” can result in out-of-school suspension for a first offense and lead to 

expulsion after a third offense.22 

Furthermore, the harmful effect of harsh school disciplinary policies on the Mississippi education system is often exacerbated in 

schools with a police and/or security presence, where students are regularly arrested or referred to the juvenile justice system. As 

discussed below, research has shown that these dynamics prevent schools from being a safe haven for young people, leading to 

deepening student resentment and further deterioration of school climate.23

THE THIRD SECTION OF THE REPORT DISCUSSES HOW MISGUIDED DISCIPLINARY MEASURES HARM 
LAW ENFORCEMENT PERSONNEL AND OVERALL PUBLIC HEALTH AND SAFETY. 

Harsh disciplinary approaches work at cross-purposes with law enforcement efforts to enforce laws and prevent crime because 

it puts young people at home without adult supervision; increases the likelihood that they will engage in future misbehavior; 

increases the likelihood that students will drop out of school; and increases the risk that they will be funneled into the justice 

system.24

Students’ negative or traumatic experiences with police officers in school also result in increased antagonism and resentment 

toward law enforcement, which continues beyond the schoolhouse door. This can frustrate the efforts of many high-quality law 

enforcement officials because it weakens their relationships with the communities they serve. 25 It also compromises their safety as 

they continue to work in these communities.

Finally, where law enforcement officers are focused on the nonviolent and trivial misbehaviors of students, their energies are 

diverted from the serious criminal behaviors that erode public safety and public health.26
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THE FOURTH SECTION OF THE REPORT ADDRESSES HOW HARSH DISCIPLINE WEAKENS MISSISSIPPI’S 
ECONOMY AND IS COSTLY TO ITS TAXPAYERS. 

The use of harsh disciplinary policies has had and will continue to have dramatic implications for Mississippi’s economic health 

and well-being. If the State continues to cling to these failed policies, it will literally pay the price in the form of failing schools, 

deteriorating communities, and lost tax revenue.

Mississippi legislators should consider the huge amounts of money spent every year on maintaining the current school discipline 

policies and practices. The costs associated with such “get tough” policies, to name just a few, include: the cost of security guards 

and school police officers; the cost of security equipment; school administrative costs associated with processing suspensions, 

expulsions, and other harsh disciplinary measures; costs of incarcerating youth; and court administrative costs.27 

The impact on Mississippi’s economy is further compounded by the long-term costs of lost tax revenue (youth who do not 

graduate from high school earn substantially less over their lifetime28); higher public health and public assistance costs; and higher 

criminal justice costs.29 Economists have estimated that each student who graduates from high school, on average, generates 

economic benefits to the public sector of $209,100 over her or his lifetime.30 

THE FINAL SECTION OF THE REPORT PROPOSES  
FIVE RECOMMENDATIONS FOR MISSISSIPPI STATE LEGISLATORS.

The State faces a choice between continuing to “get tough” on school discipline, or starting to “get smart” about how we treat our 

youth. State legislators should consider policies that improve school quality, public health, public safety, and economic prosperity 

throughout the State through the implementation of common sense school discipline. Recommendations for such policies 

include:

1.	 Guided Discretion. We recommend requiring school districts to develop policies that use a graduated approach 
to discipline and are based on disciplinary “best practices,” while allowing districts to retain significant control over 
shaping local disciplinary strategies. 

2.	 Meaningful Accountability and Transparency. We recommend improving statewide transparency and 
accountability by: 

A.	 Requiring school districts to submit quarterly reports of their discipline data to the Mississippi 			 
Department of Education (MDE), at least for the next two years.

B.	 Requiring MDE to (1) review the district data and use it to determine which districts are following the best 
practices listed in Recommendation 1, and require action plans from those that are out of compliance; (2) 
release annual reports of statewide discipline data; (3) provide an opportunity for public comment at the 
end of both the first and second years of reporting; (4) make recommendations to the legislature at the 
end of the second year of reporting for how to ensure district compliance with the best practices listed in 
Recommendation 1.

3.	 Resources and Incentives for Developing Safer and More Effective Schools. We recommend creating a grant 
program to support school districts in the development of positive school climates.

4.	 Multi-Stakeholder Collaboration. We recommend providing funding and incentives to encourage community 
stakeholders and local agencies—including, but not limited to students, parents, school districts, the juvenile justice 
system, law enforcement, community organizations, and social service groups—to adopt a Cooperative Agreement or 
Memorandum of Understanding, for the purpose of working together to reduce the number of students entering the 
juvenile and criminal justice system.

5.	 Improved Training. We recommend funding the MDE to develop and implement training curricula, and to direct 
local districts to train educators, school resource officers, and other school staff on the local discipline policy in order 

to ensure all are informed of their roles and responsibilities. 
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INTRODUCTION
Much has been written in recent years about how zero tolerance and other harsh school disciplinary policies and practices 

have failed to make schools safer or more effective. There has been extensive research and documentation of the devastating 

harm caused to youth, and particularly youth of color. Yet, across Mississippi, public schools are using zero tolerance and other 

destructive policies and practices, excluding students from the classroom and trapping Mississippi’s youth in a pipeline to prison. 

Mississippi is mired in an extreme school discipline crisis.

In the most recent event to sound the alarm, the United States Department of Justice filed suit in October 2012 against the city 

of Meridian, the County of Lauderdale, two youth court judges, the State of Mississippi, and state agencies for operating a school-

to-prison pipeline.31 The complaint alleges that these actors are “engag[ing] in a pattern or practice of unlawful conduct through 

which they routinely and systematically arrest and incarcerate children, including for minor school rule infractions, without 

even the most basic procedural safeguards, and in violation of these children’s constitutional rights.”32 Among other extremely 

disturbing facts, the complaint alleges that Meridian schools repeatedly respond to infractions such as “disrespect,” “refusal to 

follow directions,” and “profanity” by referring students to law enforcement. They also routinely suspended students on juvenile 

probation, resulting in their automatic incarceration for such low-level behaviors as use of vulgar language, flatulence in class, and 

dress code infractions like having a shirt untucked.33

But while the suit is the most recent event to sound the alarm, the school-to-prison pipeline is nothing new in Mississippi, and it 

is certainly not unique to Meridian. In fact, it is a problem that has plagued Mississippi schools statewide for years. For well over a 

decade, heartbreaking stories of extreme discipline and the criminalization of young people have poured out of Mississippi public 

schools. 

In 2000, what began with a few students playfully throwing peanuts at one other on a school bus ended in five Black 
male high school students being arrested for felony assault, which carries a maximum penalty of five years in prison. 
When one of the peanuts accidentally hit the white female bus driver, the bus driver immediately pulled over to call 
the police, who diverted the bus to the courthouse where the students were questioned.34 The Sheriff commented 
to one newspaper, “[T]his time it was peanuts, but if we don’t get a handle on it, the next time it could be bodies.”35

Around the same time, for one 4th grade Black girl, minor disrespectful behavior led to her being pushed out of her 
school entirely. After refusing to participate in a class assignment, she was suspended out of school for three days 
for “defiance of authority.” Subsequently, she was given another three day out-of-school suspension for “defiance of 
authority” for humming and tapping her desk. The school then referred her to an alternative education program for 
“drug-related activity,” when she wore one pant leg up, although there was no other indication of any involvement 
with drugs. When the alternative school would not accept her because it provided instruction for grades 5-12 only, 
the school district promoted her despite her failing grades, in order to get her out of the mainstream school.36

More recently, one Black mother in Holmes County reported opening her door one morning to a police officer on her 
doorstep. Over his shoulder, she could see her frightened five-year-old son locked in the back seat. Her child’s crime: 
violating the dress code. Her son’s school required solid black shoes, and despite her best efforts to cover them with 
a black marker, red and white symbols were still visible on her son’s black shoes. When she followed up with her son’s 
principal, he justified his actions by telling her that her son needed to be “taught a lesson.”37  

In 2009, in Southaven, DeSoto County, armed police officers responded to an argument between three students on 
a school bus by reportedly arresting a half dozen Black students, choking and tackling one Black female student, and 
threatening to shoot the other students on the bus between their eyes.38 

In 2010, in Jackson Public School District, until a lawsuit was filed, staff at one school regularly handcuffed students to 
metal railings in the school gymnasium and left them there for hours if they were caught not wearing a belt, among 
other minor infractions. For example, one 14-year-old boy was reportedly handcuffed to the railing when he wore a 
stocking cap to class, threw his papers on the ground, and refused to do his school work.39
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In 2011, a high school student was suspended and sent to alternative school for five weeks after his school 
administrators learned about a rap song he had written and recorded, while at home, about his school.40

In the last few years, in Meridian, a male student estimated that he went back and forth between school and the 
juvenile justice system thirty times. In 8th grade, he was put on probation by a youth court judge for getting into 
a fight. Since then, reportedly any infraction, even some as minor as being a few minutes late to class or wearing 
the wrong color socks in violation of the dress code, were counted as violations of his probation and resulted in 
immediate suspension and incarceration in the local juvenile detention center.41

These are just a handful of stories from among the tens of thousands of Mississippi students who, every year, are having their lives 

turned completely upside down by harsh disciplinary consequences, too often in response to minor, age-appropriate mistakes, like 

violating dress codes, making sarcastic remarks, and fighting with their peers. 

When harsh disciplinary policies and practices remove huge numbers of students from school, often sending them into the 

juvenile and criminal justice systems, the harm to individual youth and families is obvious. What is less obvious, however, is the 

damage that teachers, law enforcement officials, communities, and the State overall have also suffered over the last decade 

because of these extreme disciplinary practices.

This report will begin with a brief background on the current state of school discipline in Mississippi. It will then discuss the impact 

of these “get tough” approaches to school discipline. An analysis of these extreme and destructive school discipline practices 

shows that:

•	 Harsh school disciplinary practices have undermined the work of Mississippi educators and impeded the overall progress 

of the state education system.

•	 Mississippi law enforcement officials are made less effective—and overall public safety and health are compromised—by 

this misguided disciplinary approach. 

•	 Harsh discipline weakens Mississippi’s economy, and is costly to its taxpayers.
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I. The Current State of School Discipline

In recent years, school districts have been adopting and applying to youth the same strategies that have led to the mass 

incarceration of adults.42 Three of the most significant strategies—mandatory minimum sentencing, three-strikes laws, and “broken 

windows” policing (a law enforcement strategy of aggressively policing traditionally ignored minor offenses with the intended 

purpose of preventing more serious crimes) are echoed throughout student discipline policies across Mississippi. For example: 

•	 Mandatory minimum sentencing: The policies of Lauderdale County require in-school suspension, out-of-school 

suspension, or expulsion for many offenses, even some highly subjective behaviors like “insubordination.”43

•	 Three strikes: South Delta School District mandates that students who cause a “distraction” in class two times are subject 

to be sent to alternative education the third time.44

•	 Broken windows: The policies of Moss Point School District state that virtually any misbehavior can result in a 

student being expelled.45 Pascagoula School District also allows for an immediate out-of-school suspension and/or 

recommendation for expulsion for “any action which is deemed disorderly conduct or misconduct,” including misbehavior 

as minor as refusal to give a name.46

The primary effect of these practices has been to push out, and criminalize, large numbers of Mississippi’s students for a whole 

range of behaviors, many of which had not previously been considered to be grounds for school exclusion, or thought of as being 

“criminal.”

1) Mississippi schools arrest students and refer students to juvenile detention centers at high rates, 
and mostly for typical adolescent, non-violent behavior.

•	 Mississippi schools are too often responding to normal adolescent behavior with the most severe school disciplinary 

response: arresting and/or referring the student to juvenile detention centers. In McComb School District, for example, 

public schools in 2010-2011 referred 33 out of every 1000 students in their 2,870-student school system.4

•	 Referral to law enforcement and the juvenile justice system is also used on very young children. For example, data 

collected in Amite County School District show that 81% of students referred to juvenile justice and/or law enforcement in 

the 2008-2009, 2009-2010, and 2010-2011 school years were of students in the 8th grade or younger, and included several 

students in the 2nd and 3rd grades.48
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•	 While Mississippi school districts do not make 

comprehensive school-based arrest data publicly available, 

according to data collected by the Meridian Police 

Department, there were 5.8 arrests on school grounds for 

every 100 students in Meridian, Mississippi in the 2009-

2010 school year.49 

•	 In one of Mississippi’s largest school districts, Jackson Public 

Schools, according to data collected from the Jackson 

Police Department, only 4% of the misconduct that led to 

arrest on school grounds during the 2010-2011 school year 

was for behavior that actually posed a serious threat to 

students, staff, and the school, such as aggravated assault.50 

In fact, the most prevalent reason, accounting for one-third 

of arrests on school grounds, was the highly subjective and 

vague offense of “disorderly conduct.”51 

•	 The effect of arrest on youth goes far beyond the 

ramifications of having a police record. According to 

research, a first-time arrest doubles the odds that a student will drop out of school, and a first-time court appearance 

quadruples the odds.52 As for the effects of incarceration, as one study found, incarcerated youth are more likely to 

attempt suicide than their non-incarcerated peers, and the completed suicide rate is four times the completed suicide 

rate of youth overall.53 Even after release, an estimated one-fifth to three-fifths of young people who have experienced 

incarceration will attempt suicide at some time in their life.54 The fact that the academic and psychological impact of 

arrest and incarceration on youth is deeply harmful and far-reaching was further highlighted in interviews with multiple 

Mississippi students and families. For example:

One mother described how, after her child was sent to a Juvenile Detention Center for a classroom disruption,  
he would cry and beg his mother not to send him back to school because he no longer felt safe there.55 

Another student from Jones County described how, after being arrested for a minor fight in the lunch 		
room,  she suffered anxiety-induced asthma attacks during subsequent interactions with school administration.56

2) Black students are hit the hardest by harsh 
discipline practices. 

•	 Black students are disproportionately affected 

by harsh discipline policies and practices in 

Mississippi. According to data gathered on 115 

Mississippi school districts by the U.S. Department 

of Education’s Office for Civil Rights (OCR) in its Civil 

Rights Data Collection for the 2009-2010 school 

year, Black students, who made up half the student 

population in these districts, received almost 

75% of the out-of-school suspensions in these 

districts, making them over three times more likely 

than White students to receive an out-of-school 

suspension.57 
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•	 In some school districts, there was an even greater disparity. In Lawrence County, for example, Black students were eight 

times more likely to receive an out-of-school suspension than White students.58 

•	 Racial disparities in school discipline are a statewide problem transcending location and school demographics. Black 

students are suspended out of school at high rates in both majority Black and majority White schools and in urban and 

suburban districts across the State.59 The graph below shows that Black students are suspended out-of-school  

at much higher rates than their White peers in majority White school districts across Mississippi. 

•	 Black students are often treated differently than White students who exhibit similar behavior. National research on 

student behavior has found that racial disparities in school discipline are not the result of Black students acting out 

more; rather the differences lie in how adults in the school building respond to student behavior. Broad, discretionary 

offense categories like “disorderly conduct,” “disrespect of authority,” or “disobedience” are mainly in the eye of the 

beholder, leaving significant room for implicit and explicit racial biases to creep into the discipline process and exacerbate 

disparities.60 This fact was also highlighted during interviews with multiple Mississippi students about their schools. For 

example:

In an interview, the mother of a Black middle school student in Jones County detailed how her son was arrested and 
charged with assault when he got in a schoolyard scuffle with a White student who had used racial epithets to refer 
to his Black peers. According to the mother, the White student was not disciplined for his actions.61

A Black 9th grader in Jones County, MS recounted the story of a Black classmate who was expelled for using 
marijuana and chewing tobacco in the bathroom. According to the student, a White student caught for the same 
offense was only suspended for a few days.   
The 9th grader went on to explain:  The White kids don’t get handcuffed. If a White kid gets into an altercation it depends on who they are and how 
they act . . . . They won’t go to jail. They will just get suspended for three to five days and come back to school. . . . . I was handcuffed and arrested for getting into a 
fight at school. They took us straight from school to the detention center where we were stripped of our clothes, forced to shower in front of others, and required to 
take a drug test. We had to spend the night there. I had never been in trouble in school before.62 
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•	 Given this, it is no surprise that not only are Black students suspended, expelled, and arrested at school at rates higher 

than their White peers, but too often these punishments are for behavior that does not merit the severity of the 

disciplinary response. The stories that illustrate this, highlighted in the introduction to this report, are heartbreaking. In 

Holmes County a five-year-old Black child was escorted home in a sheriff car for the dress code violation of wearing shoes 

with some red and white symbols on them, where the dress code required solid black shoes.63 In Southaven, in response 

to an argument between three students on a school bus, police officers reportedly arrested a half dozen Black students, 

choked and tackled a Black female student, and threatened to shoot the other students on the bus.64

3) Mississippi schools suspend a high volume of students out of school every year.

•	 In the 115 school districts covered in OCR’s data collection, there were over 54,000 out-of-school suspensions reported for 

the 2009-2010 school year. In that school year, Mississippi suspended students out of school at a rate of almost six out of 

every 100 students; a rate higher than most neighboring states, and higher than the national average.65

•	 Furthermore, those school districts in Mississippi that have the highest out-of-school suspension rates far surpass 

the national average.66 As the graph below shows, the six Mississippi school districts with the highest out-of-school 

suspension rates have rates that are more than nine times higher than the national average.67 East Jasper School District’s 

out-of-school suspension rate, the highest in the state, is more than seventeen times higher than the national average.
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II. Harsh Discipline Undermines the Work of 
Educators and the State Education System

Over the last ten years, Mississippi has implemented numerous school reform strategies, including, to name a few, Mississippi’s 

1982 and 2006 Education Reform Acts; the 2007 MS Dropout Prevention Plan, aimed at monitoring dropout numbers; the “On The 

Bus” Campaign, a privately funded $1.5 million public awareness dropout prevention campaign; and the 2009 Children First Act, 

which authorized placing underperforming school districts in conservatorship.68 Yet for all these efforts, the state graduation rate, 

according to Education Week, is only 61%, which is the 6th lowest among the 50 states.69 For Black students, the graduation rate is 

57%,70 and Mississippi has the 4th lowest graduation rate for White students and the 7th lowest graduation rate for Latino students 

in the country.71 The reasons Mississippi schools have failed to achieve greater academic success are many. But as discussed below, 

the overuse of harsh school disciplinary practices are likely undermining education reform efforts, and not helping the work of 

educators and the state education system.

While school districts often attempt to justify their harmful and extreme disciplinary practices as necessary for the purposes of 

removing the “bad” students so that the rest of the students may learn, national evidence indicates the contrary: schools with 

exclusionary discipline practices have lower academic outcomes. Indeed, as the graph below shows, there is negative relationship 

between Mississippi school districts’ out-of-school suspension rates and their Quality Distribution Index, an accountability metric 

that the Mississippi Department of Education computes annually for each school district based on test scores and student 

proficiency data. 72

This is corroborated by extensive national research, which has found that schools with high rates of suspension and expulsion also 

tend to have lower test scores and lower graduation rates,73 and that harsh disciplinary practices are linked with poor school-wide 

academic achievement.74

Yet, there are no statewide prescribed standards for school discipline that ensure that the codes of student conduct in Mississippi’s 

school districts meet basic standards of fairness and are aligned with educational goals. The lack of standards allows schools to use 

harsh and extreme punishments for minor infractions, consequently depriving students of classroom time. For example, in East 

Jasper School District, the middle school discipline policies state that a wide range of relatively minor or subjective behaviors—

such as “refusal to give name upon request,” “refusal to comply with grooming rules,” and “other misbehavior as determined by the 

administration”—can result in out-of-school suspension for a first offense, and lead to school expulsion after a third offense.75 
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These extreme policies have serious consequences not only for the educational opportunities of students within those districts, 

but also for the entire state educational system, as they effectively act like a giant brake on statewide school improvement efforts. 

There are no successful schools that suspend, expel, and refer large numbers of students to law enforcement. Thus, the many schools 

throughout Mississippi that are overusing zero tolerance and “get tough” strategies are working at cross-purposes with the broader 

state interest in promoting teaching and learning in healthy and productive ways.

Harsh and extreme approaches to discipline affect schools in a variety of ways that both inhibit school progress and create significant 

difficulties for educators. For example, one of the most important factors involved in improving student achievement is maximizing 

time engaged in academic learning.76 However, out-of-school suspensions, expulsions, and arrests result in massive amounts of lost 

learning time—hundreds of thousands of instructional hours every year in Mississippi.77 Obviously, students who are not in class are 

not doing much learning. Thus, students subjected to harsh disciplinary measures tend to fall behind academically.78

It is also important to recognize the effects that student exclusion can have on the learning environment even when the student 

is allowed to return. First, because the zero tolerance approach is ineffective at teaching appropriate behaviors or addressing root 

causes of disciplinary problems, the misbehaviors that led to the punishment are likely to be repeated.79 Additionally, because 

students often fall behind in class, their teachers frequently must devote time to catching them up with the rest of the class, taking 

time away from other students and thus hurting overall academic performance.80 And if students do not catch up, they often 

become frustrated or embarrassed that they are not on level with their peers, and thus disrupt class even more.81

 

Additionally, these harsh disciplinary consequences frequently trigger a cycle of disengagement from schools and escalating 

rule breaking.82 Students often become less trusting and more resentful of their teachers, losing the “connectedness” that is such 

a critical part of academic success.83 This is obviously deeply concerning as it relates to the individual students, but it also poses 

serious challenges for the students’ teachers because these youth become much more challenging to teach. Having increasingly 

alienated students within a school also leads to a deterioration of school culture, making it extremely difficult, if not impossible, for 

educators to create the type of healthy and productive learning environment that allows them to be effective in their jobs.84 

Simply put, the students who are dropping out and achieving academically at levels far lower than their peers are usually the 

students who are being suspended, expelled, and arrested in school.85 Zero tolerance policies tend to exacerbate whatever 

challenges those students are facing, making it more likely that the affected students will fall behind academically or leave 

school.86 While many educators are actively working to achieve greater equity and justice within the educational system and to 

help students achieve academic success, harsh school discipline practices are effectively cutting these efforts off at the knees.

Furthermore, the harmful effect of harsh school disciplinary policies on the Mississippi education system, like many other school 

systems nationwide, is often exacerbated in schools with a police and/or security presence, and where students are regularly 

arrested or referred to the juvenile justice system. The response to safety concerns is often to add more police, security guards, 

metal detectors, and surveillance cameras to school.87 But while many school resource officers and security guards do excellent 

work, the unfortunate reality is that the security presence often contributes to a negative school culture.88 The look and feel of 

many schools changes dramatically with the addition of security, becoming less welcoming and more threatening to students.89 

As a result of the overreliance on police officers to handle routine disciplinary matters, students throughout the State are regularly 

having negative or traumatic encounters with the police within schools.90 These dynamics prevent schools from being a safe haven 

for many young people, leading to deepening student resentment and further deterioration of school climate.91 Indeed, one of the 

unfortunate (and ironic) consequences of the zero tolerance disciplinary method is that it can even provoke additional disruptive 

behavior, rather than prevent it.92 Risking these harms may be justified when student behavior poses a serious threat to the 

safety of others. However, Mississippi schools are using harsh disciplinary measures for low level behaviors.93 Thus, many schools 

throughout Mississippi are unnecessarily causing significant harm to the overall education system.

Of course, the corollary is that there are substantial academic gains to be made by eliminating these unnecessarily harsh measures. 

School districts outside the State are experiencing great success by rejecting the zero tolerance approach. Safer and more 

effective schools are being created by using common sense disciplinary approaches that maximize class time and limit the role 

of law enforcement in schools to addressing truly serious behaviors. And these communities are reaping the rewards in terms of 

improved attendance rates, academic achievement levels, and graduation rates.94 All of these things make educators’ jobs easier, as 

well.
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Examples of such success can be found in places like Denver, Colorado and Baltimore, Maryland. In these districts, behaviors that 

many schools would have responded to with harsh punishment are now more likely to lead to school personnel attempting to 

address the root causes of the incident while teaching the student more appropriate behaviors.95 As a result, school suspension 

in Denver has decreased from a rate of 14 suspensions for every 100 students in the district in 2007-08 to about 11 for every 100 

students in 2011.96 Expulsions are also down by 48.8%.97 In Baltimore, school suspensions dropped from 15,277 in the 2007-2008 

school year to below 10,000 in 2009-2010.98 

At the same time, these reforms have contributed to academic gains, with both districts experiencing significant improvements 

in their graduation rates. Baltimore City’s graduation rate increased from 60.1% in the 2006-2007 school year (prior to discipline 

reform efforts) to 71.9 % in the 2010-2011 school year—an 11.8% increase.99 Similar strides occurred in Denver, where the 

superintendent’s office has lauded discipline reform as a major reason for increased achievement.100 Because these districts 

recognized that overusing harsh discipline is a losing strategy, they have reaped the rewards. It is time for Mississippi to do  

the same.

The downward spiral of harsh school discipline
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III. Misguided Disciplinary Measures Harm Law 
Enforcement Efforts and Overall Public Health  
and Safety

The zero tolerance approach has also caused significant detrimental effects to Mississippi’s law enforcement personnel because 

it has undermined rather than improved public safety. The goal of the law enforcement community is to protect the public by 

enforcing laws and preventing crime. Harsh disciplinary approaches are at odds with this goal, as they put young people at home 

without adult supervision; increase the likelihood that they will engage in future misbehavior; increase the likelihood that they will 

drop out of school; and increase the risk that they will be funneled into the justice system.101 For example, the strongest predictor 

of later arrest among adolescent females is suspension, expulsion, or being held back during their middle school years.102 Thus 

harsh disciplinary practices make it more difficult for law enforcement officials to prevent crime and promote public safety.

Moreover, every year there are tens of thousands of students all over Mississippi who either directly or indirectly have negative 

and/or traumatic experiences with police officers or other law enforcement personnel in schools or because of school-related 

behaviors.103 This poses a problem for law enforcement officers across Mississippi. These negative or traumatic experiences breed 

widespread resentment and distrust among youth, directed at the very people charged with keeping them safe. Young people 

resent being treated as threats; they lose faith in the goodwill of police when they believe they are being treated unfairly; and they 

frequently become antagonistic toward law enforcement in response.104 

This further exacerbates any disconnect or resentment that may already exist between communities and police, given the 

historically negative relationships that often exist between law enforcement and communities of color.105 When officers on the 

street encounter someone who has a negative association with them, it becomes more likely that a violent incident will occur, or 

that a situation will escalate.106 Thus, inappropriate uses of harsh disciplinary measures not only frustrate the efforts of many high-

quality law enforcement officials because it weakens their relationships with the communities they serve, a critical element of their 

success.107 It may also compromise their safety, as well as the safety of the broader community. 

Another damaging effect of these practices is that instead of having law enforcement personnel devoting their energies to what 

they were trained to do, which is to address serious criminal behaviors that erode public safety and public health, they are forced 

to spend valuable time on minor or even trivial offenses.108 Once again, this compromises public safety, because time that could be 

spent addressing the complex challenges associated with serious criminals is instead spent on serving as school disciplinarians.

On the other hand, alternative approaches can improve the relationship between communities and police, keep more young 

people in school and off the streets, and make our communities healthier. As a strategy to reduce crime and violence, Fight 

Crime: Invest in Kids—a national organization of more than 5,000 police chiefs, sheriffs, prosecutors, attorneys general, other law 

enforcement leaders, and victims of violence—has advocated for reductions in the use of school disciplinary measures that push 

students out of school.109 These law enforcement officials have recognized that school disciplinary approaches that make students 

less likely to graduate high school and more likely to wind up incarcerated are a serious threat to overall public health and safety, 

and must be replaced with the superior alternatives available.110
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IV. Harsh Discipline Weakens Mississippi’s Economy 
and is Costly to Taxpayers

In the last few decades, as incarceration rates have spiked, so too has the cost to taxpayers. From 1990 to 2007, Mississippi’s penal 

system expanded by 166%, and the State’s correction costs have increased by well over $100 million a year in the last decade.111 

Yet, state funding for public education decreased in Fiscal Year 2012 for the fourth year in a row, even while the overall state budget 

increased.112 Mississippi also ranks 45th lowest in the nation in per pupil spending, and 2nd highest for percentage of school revenue 

provided by the federal government.113 Thus, in fiscal terms, the State is prioritizing incarceration over education.

The use of harsh and extreme school discipline policies, which causes more young people to be placed into the juvenile and 

criminal justice systems, leads to increased spending on incarceration. These local government decisions are economically 

unsustainable, and they have had, and will continue to have, huge fiscal implications for the entire State. For example, consider the 

many costly components of the “get-tough” disciplinary approach:

•	 Security guards and school police officers (salaries and benefits for school-based security personnel)114

•	 Metal detectors, surveillance cameras, and other security equipment (purchasing and using expensive equipment)115

•	 School administrative costs (time spent by school staff on investigations, hearings, processing students, and implementing 

suspensions, expulsions, and other harsh disciplinary measures)116

•	 Police administrative costs (time spent by police officers on investigations, processing citations, transporting students, and 

charging and detaining students for school-based offenses)117

•	 Court administrative costs (time spent by juvenile and criminal courts on processing cases, arraignments, hearings, and 

trials for school-based offenses)118

•	 Disciplinary alternative schools (costs of educating students removed from traditional schools for disciplinary reasons)119

•	 Incarceration costs (costs of detaining youth)120

•	 Lost federal education revenue (decreased per pupil revenue received by the State and local school districts when 

disciplinary practices lead, or contribute, to students not being in school)121

When all the short-term direct costs of zero tolerance are combined, the total cost to Mississippi’s local and state governments is 

likely tens if not hundreds of millions of dollars every year. But the costs associated with zero tolerance do not end there. Because 

these practices are significant contributors to lowering graduation rates and increasing incarceration rates,122 there are substantial 

longer-term, indirect costs associated with these counter-productive disciplinary practices: 

•	 Lost tax revenue (youth who do not graduate from high school earn substantially less over their lifetime, resulting in less 

tax revenue for the government)123

•	 Higher public health costs (a less educated populace leads to greater expenses on programs like Medicaid and 

Medicare)124

•	 Higher public assistance costs (additional food, housing, and welfare expenses associated with having a less educated 

populace)125

•	 Higher criminal justice costs (lower education levels predict higher crime levels, which leads to higher public expenditures 

on police, the court system, the prison system, etc.)126
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Referrals, andUnnecessary

Economists have estimated that each student who graduates from high school, on average, generates economic benefits to the 

public sector of $209,100 over her or his lifetime.127 Thus, the more than 16,000 members of every Mississippi 9th grade class who 

fail to graduate on time cost the State over 3 billion dollars.128 Given the negative impact harsh disciplinary practices have on 

graduation rates, it is clear that the tens of thousands of out-of-school suspensions, expulsions, referrals to alternative programs, 

and school-based arrests that occur in the State every year are costing the State millions, if not billions, every year.

The fiscally sound approach to school discipline is to eliminate policies and practices that are pushing young people out of school 

and toward jail and the correctional system. Indeed, organizations and policymakers across the political spectrum have recognized 

the need for a more sensible, and cost-effective, approach to addressing the challenges of our youth. For example, even the 

organization Right on Crime—whose statement of principles has been signed by such staunch conservatives as Newt Gingrich, 

Grover Norquist, and Jeb Bush—proposes shrinking the public investment in the justice system by addressing over-criminalization 

and implementing graduated approaches to school discipline that sharply reduce the use of the juvenile justice system.129 

There are enormous economic gains to be realized from replacing misguided discipline policies and practices with alternatives 

that can actually improve graduation rates, lead to lower incarceration rates, and ultimately, create a more educated, healthy, 

and productive citizenry. Every dollar that is currently being spent on police, metal detectors, and surveillance cameras is a dollar 

that could be used for teachers, guidance counselors, and school psychologists. This is an opportunity for Mississippi not only to 

save taxpayer dollars, but also to free up additional resources that could then be allocated toward the expansion of educational 

opportunities for youth, among other priorities. 

In other words, through better use of resources, the State can ensure that the current downward spiral instead becomes an 

upward spiral toward effective schools, stronger communities, and fiscal health. Making smart investments in our youth saves the 

State huge sums of money now, and positions Mississippi to be far more prosperous in the future. 

HUNDREDS OF MILLIONS OF DOLLARS IN THE SHORT TERM . . . 

. . . AND BILLIONS OF DOLLARS IN THE LONG TERM
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V. Conclusion and Recommendations

There is no great mystery to creating safe and effective schools. Young people need to feel valued and cared for; they need to be 

provided the appropriate resources; and they need to be allowed to make the same mistakes that all of us make when we are 

young. Unfortunately, too many Mississippi schools have too often failed to provide such learning environments, and as a result, 

the State is at a crossroads. The students who are suspended, expelled, and arrested in school do not just disappear. They show 

up in the streets, in the unemployment line, and in our jails and prisons. They continue to remind us in very visual and costly ways 

that we have failed them, and that in doing so, we have also failed educators, members of law enforcement, communities, and the 

entire State.

Below are five key recommendations for Mississippi state legislators that will improve school quality, public health, public safety, 

and economic prosperity throughout the State through the implementation of common-sense school discipline.

1. Guided Discretion

We firmly believe that local school systems should have broad discretion to implement disciplinary policies and practices that best 

fit the conditions within their schools. There are literally dozens of potential disciplinary responses to student misbehavior, and it is 

not the role of the State to determine which of those interventions are appropriate in particular situations. However, it is critically 

important that the most serious disciplinary consequences—those that carry significant negative impact for individual students, 

families, communities, and the State overall—should not be used for low-level student misconduct, as has become routine 

throughout Mississippi. 

Therefore, we recommend that school districts be required to develop policies that use a graduated approach to discipline, within 

which they will retain significant control over shaping local disciplinary strategies. Even within that discretion, however, there 

should be a few requirements based on disciplinary “best practices:”

A.	 Arrests, referrals to juvenile detention centers, expulsions, disciplinary referrals to alternative programs, and long term 

out-of-school suspensions should be limited to serious, school-based student infractions that threaten school safety, 

namely offenses involving a firearm or deadly weapon; dealing or delivering in controlled substances; or any other offense 

resulting in serious bodily injury to another. 

B.	 Students should not be excluded from school for more than five days in a given school year absent a showing of necessity 

made at a formal hearing governed by strong due process protections for students and parents/guardians.

C.	 The revised policies must address the needs of victims of violent acts, bullying, and other forms of harassment, but these 

efforts should not conflict with any of the above provisions, and thus should identify alternatives to extended school 

exclusion and justice system involvement for addressing these behaviors.

2. Meaningful Accountability and Transparency

Currently, nothing holds school districts or law enforcement agencies accountable for ensuring that disciplinary practices are not 

abused or implemented unfairly. Furthermore, gaps in data collection prevent a comprehensive understanding of the full extent of 

police and juvenile court involvement in school-based matters and the connections between school discipline, involvement in the 

juvenile and criminal justice systems, and academic performance. 

We recommend improving statewide transparency and accountability in the following ways:

A. 	 Requiring school districts to submit quarterly reports of their school discipline data to MDE, at least for the next two years. 

These reports should include suspension, expulsion, and arrest data. The data should be disaggregated by offense, race/

ethnicity, gender, school, age, grade, special education status, and limited English proficiency status.130 
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 B.	 Requiring MDE to do the following:

1.	 Review the district data reports and use them to determine whether or not a district has complied with 

Recommendation 1 above. If there has been non-compliance with Recommendation 1 or if there are significant 

racial disparities evident in the district’s data, the district should be required to create an action plan for 

addressing those issues and submit it to MDE. 

2.	 Release annually a report that publishes statewide school discipline data, including data on out-of-school 

suspensions, expulsions, disciplinary referrals to alternative schools, school-based arrests, and academic 

achievement.

3.	 Provide a yearly opportunity for public comment on districts’ compliance with Recommendation 1. 

4.	 Make recommendations to the legislature for how to ensure district compliance with Recommendation 1, 

including recommendations for remedial actions, such as heightened monitoring and technical assistance.

3. Resources and Incentives for Developing Safer and More Effective Schools

Too few resources are currently allocated for efforts that will promote positive school climates and alternatives to harsh school 

discipline.

We recommend creating a grant program to support school districts in the development of positive school climates, such as by 

implementing restorative justice programs, training school staff and law enforcement personnel in restorative justice, and hiring 

additional student support staff such as guidance counselors, social workers, and school psychologists. We recommend requiring 

those districts that apply for the funds to show that they are in compliance with Recommendation 1, or how they will use the 

funds to increase their compliance with Recommendation 1.

4. Multi-Stakeholder Collaboration

To reduce the use of exclusionary discipline and the number of students entering the juvenile and criminal justice systems, we 

must engage multiple stakeholders in creating comprehensive local strategies. Such stakeholders should include, but not be 

limited to: parents, students, school districts, the juvenile justice system, law enforcement, community organizations, and social 

service groups. 

	
We recommend providing funding and incentives to encourage stakeholders and local agencies to adopt a Cooperative 

Agreement or Memorandum of Understanding that does the following:131

A.	 Establishes a partnership relationship among community stakeholders and local agencies that are involved in the 

handling of disciplinary incidents.

B.	 Charges the coalition with developing comprehensive strategies for doing the following:

1.	 Limiting the number of school referrals to law enforcement and juvenile court.

2.	 Reducing the disproportionate contact students of color have with school discipline and the juvenile justice 

system.

3.	 Increasing graduation rates.

4.	 Decreasing the use of state and local funds for juvenile justice interventions for minor misbehavior in school.

5. Improved Training 

Too many educators, law enforcement personnel, and other adults within the school environment are unaware of the serious 

consequences of harsh school discipline and the criminalization of youth, and need more information on their impact, as well as 

training regarding how to appropriately address student misbehavior.
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We recommend funding the MDE to develop and implement training curricula and to direct local districts to train administrators, 

educators, school resource officers, and other school staff on their roles and responsibilities under the local discipline policy. We 

also recommend the legislature provides funds for the implementation of these trainings in districts found to be out of compliance 

with Recommendation 1. Specifically, training curricula should include, at a minimum:

A.	 Training for school administrators, teachers, school staff, and expulsion hearing officers on the adverse consequences of 

exclusion from school, effective classroom management techniques, adolescent development and relationship-building, 

conflict resolution, restorative justice/restorative practices, other disciplinary alternatives, and student engagement 

through challenging and culturally relevant curricula. We recommend that this training be conducted at minimum twice 

per year, and be included in professional development that is already provided to school officials. 

B.	 Training for police and security officers on child and adolescent development; cultural competence and building 

relationships with students; deescalating violent situations; identifying the social, emotional, and mental needs of students; 

directing youth to appropriate services rather than using force; and due process protections for students.132 All officers 

should be required to complete such training prior to being permitted to serve in a school. 

For too long, extreme and destructive approaches to school discipline have devastated the students and families of Mississippi, 

harmed its teachers, members of law enforcement, and community members, and caused profound damage to the economic 

health and well-being of the State at large. But while this is Mississippi’s reality, it does not have to be its future. Mississippi has an 

opportunity to promote policies that create effective schools, stronger communities, and fiscal health. The time has come for the 

State to reverse the tide from “get tough” investments in handcuffs and jail cells toward “get smart” investments in Mississippi’s 

young people.
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